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The director of the Intelligence and Security Agency (Direccion de Inteligencia y Seguridad,
DIS), Mario Soto, was suspended after evidence came to light that members of his agency may
have worked with ASTUR, a San Jose security firm owned by Spanish nationals, to eavesdrop on
telephone conversations of businesspeople and government officials. The scandal forced President
Jose Maria Figueres to agree to a special commission to investigate the ties between ASTUR and
various government officials, especially DIS personnel. DIS was set up in 1994 as a high-level
national security agency that reports directly to the president. The allegations have expanded to
include assertions made on Feb. 22 by Rodrigo Gutierrez of the opposition Partido Unidad Social
Cristiana (PUSC) that DIS "facilitated" the illegal immigration of women from the Dominican
Republic to work as prostitutes in the San Jose Night Club Olympus.
An official of ASTUR's Spanish parent company ININCO was quoted by local newspapers as
saying ASTUR was established in Costa Rica at the invitation of a senior government official whom
he did not name. An article in the San Jose newspaper La Republica said that former minster of
the presidency Elias Soley and his brother Fernando Soley had ties with ASTUR. Press reports
link Fernando Soley with Jose Ramon Romani of ININCO, who is the former manager of ASTUR.
Fernando Soley was serving as the Costa Rican honorary consul in New Orleans when the scandal
broke. He has since resigned his post and returned to Costa Rica to defend himself against the
allegations arising from the scandal.
The charges against DIS began with complaints by 12 local businesses alleging that ASTUR had
recorded their telephone conversations and then used the recordings to force them to purchase
security services. Magistrate Rodolfo Piza Escalante of the Supreme Court of Justice also said that a
special device attached to his telephone indicated that it has been tapped for some time, as have the
telephones of two other magistrates. Albino Vargas, secretary general of the public employees union
(Asociacion Nacional de Empleados Publicos, ANEP), said he has believed for some time that union
telephone calls were being intercepted.
Although the wiretap and extortion scandal erupted suddenly in early February, Attorney
General Carlos Arias Nunez said his office has been investigating ASTUR since last year based on
police information about the firm's activities. After a search of ASTUR offices on Feb. 8, Judicial
Investigative Police (Organismo de Investigacion Judicial, OIJ)) confiscated boxes of documents,
electronic surveillance equipment, and explosives. The scandal has resulted in a three-pronged
governmental investigation. The Fourth Court of Instruction is looking into the activities of ASTUR,
the attorney general is investigating Soto and DIS, and the Legislative Assembly is considering
whether violations of the 1994 wiretap law have occurred. PUSC deputy Miguel Angel Rodriguez
introduced a motion in the Assembly to set up a blue-ribbon commission, headed by former
president Mario Echandi (1958-1962), to thoroughly investigate ASTUR.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 55760
ISSN: 1060-4189

After resisting the proposal for several days, Figueres capitulated on Feb. 28 when PUSC deputies
threatened to hold up a vote authorizing him to leave the country for a European trip. The Fourth
Court of Instruction has information from former ASTUR employee Minor Masis, alleging that
Spanish technicians and DIS officials installed listening devices in the offices of Elias Soley while
he was minister of the presidency. Masis is a former leader of the "Comando Cobra," an elite
security organization set up in 1992 by then security minister Luis Fishman. Masis is awaiting trial in
connection with two homicides attributed to the Comando. Masis and another former DIS employee
said that the surveillance equipment entered the country with the assistance of "national security."
This statement prompted Minister of the Presidency Rodrigo Oreamuno to order Soto's suspension.
According to articles in La Republica, Soto and Fernando Soley helped ASTUR import cars and
security equipment duty-free on the pretext that the items were for government use. In an interview
published in the newspaper La Nacion on Feb. 23, Soto said DIS had nothing to do with tapping
telephones. "We have always respected the law on telephone interceptions," he said. Soto said
he knew of ASTUR through Fernando Soley and that his interest in the company was confined to
sending agents to investigate its activities. A report of the investigation was then forwarded to the
OIJ, he said.
The report referred to a few "irregularities," including the hiring of Minor Masis. After that, DIS
had no more contact with the firm, Soto said. He also denied arranging the duty-free importation
of ASTUR equipment and suggested that the attorney general should investigate the customs
authorities. But on Feb. 27, Soto admitted to illegal telephone interceptions, according to a press
report. He apparently said that DIS had indeed illegally bugged telephones, but that the special
detail set up to do it had been disbanded on Feb. 15 under orders from higher government officials.
(Sources: Tico Times, 02/16/96; Agence France-Presse, 02/14/96, 02/16/96, 02/22/96, 02/27/96; La
Nacion, 02/14/96, 02/15/95, 02/23/96, 02/28/96, 02/29/96)
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